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THE MOUTH-PIECE OF THE Ai\6s. 
By Albert A. Howard. 

THE description given by Theophrastus, Hist. Plant, iv. u, of 
the way in which the mouth-piece of the av\6s was made, is 
apparently much more detailed and more complete than has hitherto 
been supposed to be the case. 

The mouth-piece there described is, beyond any reasonable doubt, 
a double reed of the kind used in the modern bassoon. This is 
shown by a variety of evidence, 1 and particularly by the technical 
name feu-yog 2 (cf. §§4 and 6), which must mean a mouth-piece made 
of a pair of similar parts. That this pair was a pair of reeds 
(y\G>TT<u) is shown by the words to a-To/m t£v yAcoTTtov 3 at the end 
of § 4, for if these reeds belonged to two separate pipes the plural 
ra a-To/Mnra. would have to be used. 

The further evidence in Theophrastus would seem to indicate that 
the mouth-piece was, in his time, made in exactly the same way in 
which, after a lapse of more than two thousand years, the mouth- 
piece of the bassoon is now made. The process to-day is as follows. 
From a piece of cane, twice the length of the desired mouth-piece, a 
strip of the requisite width is split and the interior pulpy surface is 



1 Cf. The AiJXis or Tibia, Harv. Stud. iv. pp. 23-25. 

2 The definition of fefryoj given in the lexicon of Liddell and Scott is certainly 
incorrect in so far as it relates to the ai\6s. In the singular the word implies a 
pair, and it would be absurd to use the plural £0)717 to denote a pair of pipes. 
Furthermore, in the passage cited in support of this definition, Theophrastus is 
speaking, not of the instruments themselves, but of the mouth-pieces, as is clear 
from the context and particularly from § 6, where the cane has been cut into strips 
about six inches long (much too short for any instrument). In the other writers 
who use this word the reference is always to the mouth-piece and never to the 
instrument. The plural fefryri must therefore mean mouth-pieces, ordinarily a pair 
of them. 

8 Cf. von Jan's emendation of Aristotle, de audit, p. 801 b 33, ret yip ixovra. twv 
frevyttav (MS. Sevripwv) rets y\ii<r<rat v\aylat, etc., Berl. Phil. Woch., 1894, col. 209. 
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gouged out. The strip is next scraped in the middle of its outer 
surface until it will bend easily lengthwise ; the scraped part is well 
moistened, and the ends of the strip are bent round until they touch 
each other. The ends thus brought together are wound with strong 
thread and curved by pressure into a cylindrical tube which can be 
attached to the instrument. The two flattened surfaces caused by 
bending the strip of cane are then scraped very thin and the mouth- 
piece is finished by cutting the strip at the bend. 

Theophrastus tells us in § 6 that the strip, of cane, from which in 
his time the mouth-piece was made, was at least two palms, 14.8 cm. 
long, a length which is nearly one fourth that of the longest pipe 
found at Pompeii, and nearly one half that of either of the Elgin 
pipes in the British Museum. It will be readily seen that this length 
is out of all proportion to the length of the pipes themselves. 

The representations in works of art invariably show a short mouth- 
piece, and my own experiments in determining the scales of the 
ancient instruments which have been preserved led me to choose a 
mouth-piece not longer in any case than 8 cm. Two mouth-pieces 
of Egyptian pipes, one of which is certainly, the other probably, of 
the double-reed type, found in the ruins of Panopolis and described L 
by Victor Loret, are respectively 7.6 cm. and 8 cm. in length. The 
mouth-piece of the modern bassoon is about 7 cm. in length. 

This evidence leads naturally to the conclusion that the finished 
mouth-piece of the aiXos was only about half as long as the strip of 
cane described by Theophrastus. Furthermore, both reeds of the 
f evyos were made from the same joint or strip of cane, as is shown 
by § 7, crvii<t>o)vetv oe Tas yXa)TTas Tas £* tov avrov fj.ecroyova.Tiov Tas oe 
aXXas oi o-v/j.<t>oiv€lv ; s while the words which follow, describing the 



1 One of these mouth-pieces is described in the Journal Asiatique for 1889, p. 
213, the other in a paper read before the Sociite d' anthropologie de Lyon, June 3, 
1893. The one described in the second paper is of the double-reed type, and 
though somewhat longer, closely resembles the double reed of the modern bassoon. 
It is of course possible that the mouth-pieces of Greek and Egyptian pipes were 
not made in the same way, but it is hardly probable since the instruments them- 
selves are very like each other. 

2 I interpret these words to mean that reeds from the same joint of cane, if 
made into a mouth-piece, will vibrate in unison, but that others will not. The 
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final operation in the making of the mouth-piece, seem to imply that 
the strip of cane has been doubled upon itself : Tfir/OevTos 8« Si^a tov 
IJ.ccroyovo.Ttov to oro/ua t^s yXwTTij'; tKaTtpai yivccrOat Kara tyjv tov 
Ka\dp.ov to/a-qv, for if the strip is cut at the point where it was bent, 
the mouth of each reed is at the point where the cut was made, 
agreeing exactly with the statement of Theophrastus. 

The only apparent objection to this explanation is caused by the 

words KO.I Trjv p.iv (y\<i)TTijv) wpos Trj pi£r) dpio-Ttpav ttvax ttjv Se Trpos 

tov<; pXao-Tovs Scfiav, which follow immediately the words i-as oc 
aXXas oi o-v/Mpuvtiv, and have always been interpreted as meaning 
respectively the reed of the left and the reed of the right ouAos. 
This interpretation is perhaps due to a passage in Pliny, N. H. xvi. 
172, sed turn ex sua quemque tantum harundine congruere persuasum 
erat et earn quae radicem antecesserat laevae tibiae convenire, quae cacu- 
men dexterae, which seems to be an attempt to give the substance of 
the statement in Theophrastus. 1 The words apio-Ttpav and Sefiav are, 
however, feminine, and must refer to yXwTT-qv, not to avXov. It is 
hardly conceivable that Theophrastus should have been so careless 
in his use of language as to speak of right and left reeds when he 
meant the reed of the right pipe and the reed of the left pipe. It is 
far more likely either that Pliny misunderstood the passage of Theo- 
phrastus in this point, as he certainly did in others, or that he copied 
it, without verification, from carelessly written notes and excerpts 
such as are described in the letters of the younger Pliny, iii. 5. n. 

The whole difficulty disappears at once, however, if we suppose 
that Theophrastus had before him, while writing, an illustration either 
of the plant itself or of one of the joints suitable for making a mouth- 



reeds must be those of a single fe&yos and not those of a pair of ^1)717, for on any 
other supposition the statement of Theophrastus is obviously untrue, as is shown 
by every orchestral performance in which two oboes or two bassoons are employed, 
since the mouth-pieces of the two instruments are probably never made even from 
the same cane. The two reeds of a single mouth-piece are, however, always made 
from the same joint of cane, not for the reason given by Theophrastus, but because 
it is easier so to make them. 

1 Owing to the fact that this passage is quoted by Pliny, we are shut off from 
the regular refuge in cases of difficulty, explaining the objectionable words in the 
Greek as a gloss. 
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piece, or if we accept the view of von Christ * that the writings of our 
author partake of the nature of " Kollegienhefte," and imagine this 
particular lecture to have been accompanied by practical illustrations 
or by drawings. 

The most natural way to bend the strip of cane would be to take 
the part nearest the root in the left hand, the upper end in the right 
hand, and then to bring the ends together, when they would conform 
exactly to the statement made by Theophrastus. 



1 Geschichte der Griech. Literatur, § 373. 



